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Introduction

The purpose of this research project is to investigate the relationship between
biographical films about Chopin and the context in which they were produced. Chopin’s life
lends itself well to the “tortured romantic artist” trope, due to his estrangement from his home
country, his romantic troubles with George Sand, and the illness that led to his untimely death.
His dramatic story has yielded several fictionalized interpretations of his life. This project
explores several of these adaptations, discussing the portrayal of Chopin’s character as well as
his music, and how the cultural context of a film’s place and time of production affects this.
I will analyze several films, including: A Song to Remember (American, 1945), Młodość
Chopina (Youth of Chopin, Polish, 1952), La Note Bleue (The Blue Note, French, 1991),
Impromptu (British, 1991), and Pragnienie Miłości (Desire for Love, Polish, 2002). I will also
explore a video game, Eternal Sonata (Japanese, 2008). Each of these media come from a
different sociopolitical context, and the representation of the Chopin’s character changes
accordingly. The directors exaggerate specific aspects of Chopin’s story, and create a fictional
persona tailored to their audiences, turning Chopin into a relatable figure across time and culture.
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Chopin as the Ideal Pole
Młodość Chopina and Pragnienie Miłości

The figure of Frederic Chopin looms over Polish culture, even to this day. Alongside
figures like Adam Mickiewicz and Jan Matejko, Chopin has reached near-mythological status as
a representation of Poland – of his people and his culture. The representation of Chopin in Polish
media supports this status, marking him as the ideal Pole. The characterization of this ideal Pole
has changed throughout the years, in keeping with the sociopolitical situation in Poland, and
therefore, so does the representation of Chopin. Młodość Chopina (Youth of Chopin; 1952) and
Pragnienie Miłości (Desire for Love; 2002) are both Polish biopics, or biographical films, about
the composer, and each of these films portray the character of Chopin as the model of
“Polishness.” The directors, Aleksander Ford and Jerzy Antchak respectively, chose to highlight
quite different aspects of the composer’s life, but when considered through the lens of what
contemporary Poland looked like during each period, the effect of portraying Chopin as the ideal
Polish man is clear.
In Młodość Chopina, Ford plays up aspects of Chopin’s revolutionary persona, and
furthermore, adds a layer of socialist realism to the story of Chopin’s early life. This film focuses
on a narrow range of years, primarily concentrating on Chopin’s youth, while he was still living
and attending university in Poland. Revolution is one of the main themes throughout the film,
with Chopin and his university friends shown as a part of the Polish resistance. Towards the end
of the film, Chopin does leave for Paris, but he is clearly conflicted about leaving his countrymen
to fight in the revolution without him. The culmination of the movie is set in Paris, with many
exiled Polish revolutionaries, including Chopin, marching through the streets, calling out “Long
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live Poland!” and “Long live the brotherhood of people!” This final scene is of particular note
due to the use of so much socialist realist imagery, such as much of the working class of Paris
coming out and joining the Polish revolutionaries in their march, and the final shot of Chopin,
looking triumphantly forward, to the future.
In 1952, when Młodość Choina was produced, Polish art was already under the influence
of the imposed socialist realist doctrine, outlined by Andrei Zhdanov almost 20 year prior. This
doctrine demanded a faithfulness to the Communist Party ideals, such as the necessary portrayal
of class struggle and the denouncement of bourgeois ideology.1 Reality had to be portrayed
aspirationaly, or “as it should be.” In the art of film, this meant that movies were made to portray
Communism in a positive light, with characters who were visibly enthusiastic about the socialist
cause.2 Furthermore, Ford was a director who embraced this change, even serving as the director
general of Film Polski, the government sanctioned film organization of post-war Poland. For
someone working within the tenants of socialist realist film, during a time of ideological control
of art, creating a biopic of Chopin raises an interesting issue – Chopin was not the typical
socialist realist hero. The composer did not come from a peasant or working-class background,
he spent most of his adult life abroad in Western Europe, and his music was readily consumed by
the noble and upper classes of society, which demanded his presence in salons or the elite as he
made his livelihood. As such, he was certainly influenced as much by bourgeois values as he was
by Polish folk culture – quite the contradiction to traditional communist ideals. Ford deals with
this in part by focusing the action on about five years of Chopin’s life, while he was a young man
studying in Poland. Due to this narrow timeframe, Chopin and his music are panted as primarily

Marek Haltof, “The Poetics of Screen Stalinism,” Polish National Cinema (New York: Berghahn
Books, 2002), 56.
2
Ewa Mazierska, “Multifuncional Chopin,” Historical Journal of Film, Radio & Television, no. 24
(2004): 258.
1

Franaszczuk, Chopin Onscreen

6

influenced by Poland – both by the revolutionary sentiments shared by the Warsaw university
students, as well as by folk music, which is played several times in scenes depicting traditional
peasant life. Polish socialist realist characterization would often include the young protagonist
gaining political consciousness through the influence of older party revolutionaries,3 represented
in this case in the character of Joachim Lelewel, a Polish historian who joined the Uprising. In
addition, though the ending scenes of the film are set in Western Europe, they unarguably
socialist realist, portraying an international “brotherhood of people” fighting against the
oppressive Russian Tsardom. The film makes it clear that the villain is not Russia as a whole, but
rather the Russian aristocracy specifically, as befitting a movie made in a time where art was
controlled by Soviet Russia.
Throughout the film, Ford depicts the Polish revolutionary cause as specifically socialist.
He adapts the Polish uprisings of the 19th century to fit within the framework of a socialist
revolution. Much of the conversation around the uprising involves speaking against the Tsar and
other nobility, both Russian and Polish. The heroes of the film, Chopin and the other students,
influenced by Professor Lelewel, clearly want this uprising to result not only in a victory against
the Russian Empire, but also in freeing the Polish serfs and peasants from the ruling class.
Though there is some disagreement within the ranks of the revolutionaries, in the end, it is
Lelewel’s motto, “for your freedom and ours,” that dominates the cause.
Chopin’s character in this film is certainly a part of the Polish revolutionary cause,
though notably he is not portrayed as apart from, or any more important than any of the other
revolutionaries. This is also indicative of the socialist realist style, where the hero would rarely
be depicted in private, with the story revolving almost entirely around work (depicted as

3

Haltof, “The Poetics of Screen Stalinism,” 62.
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university in this case) or political gatherings.4 Ford also uses this characterization of Chopin not
as a fully-fledged political radical, but simply marginal member of the movement as a nod to
historical accuracy.5 He simply serves the cause as best he can – through his music.
Featured prominently in the film, Chopin’s music serves as a vehicle to showcase
Chopin’s characterization, especially as a young revolutionary. The soundtrack used in Młodość
Chopina is a compilation score, comprised mostly of a selection of Chopin’s compositions, as
well as a few Polish folk songs. The music is almost entirely diegetic throughout the film, with
an increase of nondiegetic music towards the end. Chopin’s character is the one playing all of his
pieces, either directly onscreen, or in an adjacent room as a group of revolutionaries discuss
politics onscreen. The use of his music helps to characterize Chopin as a socialist realist hero by
establishing his connections to both the peasant culture of Poland as well as to the socialistcolored revolution itself.
The opening scene of the movie establishes both uses of the music straightaway. Chopin
is first introduced whilst playing the piano at a gathering at Prince Jabłonowski’s palace. The
scene begins with a shot of Chopin at the piano. The cue that Chopin is playing diegetically here
is an improvisation on the tune of a Polish children’s carol, “Lulajże Jezuniu,” or “Lullaby, baby
Jesus.” 6 Just prior to this, a peasant child was depicted singing this carol unaccompanied outside
of the palace. The scene change comes with a brief pause in the music, and then the tune is
picked up in the piano. The cantabile melody is a quotation of the lullaby, with delicate
ornamentation added in the form of turns and runs, and the left-hand accompaniment consists
mainly of arpeggiation. Though it is not a Chopin piece, this gives it a distinctively Chopinesque

Haltof, “The Poetics of Screen Stalinism,” 62.
Mazierska, “Multifuncional Chopin,” 259.
6
Jerzy Giżycki, “Wykaz utworów muzycznych,” Film o młodym Chopinie (Warsaw: Filmowa Agancja
Wydawnicza, 1953), 84.
4
5
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character. This improvisation also includes some themes from Chopin’s Scherzo no. 1 op. 20.
The full scherzo does include a section that uses the “Lulajże Jezuniu” melody, suggesting that
the improvisations Chopin is playing during this scene will eventually be composed into the
finalized scherzo in the future. Through this scoring, Ford emphasizes that Chopin is taking
inspiration from Polish folk traditions in the creation of his body of work.
In addition to the focus on folk music, this scene also establishes Chopin’s role within the
revolutionary cause. While he is clearly working with the leaders of the revolution, Chopin is not
discussing plans, instead, he is supporting them adjacently, entertaining and distracting the
guests at Jabłonowski’s palace who are not involved in the movement. Chopin continues playing
the scherzo as the camera pans over the rest of the room, pausing on a few of the guests, who
praise Chopin’s well-mannered upbringing and dreamlike music, and then moves on to the
revolutionaries discussing in the adjacent room. The further away from the piano the visuals get,
the quieter the music becomes, adding to the realism of the scene by keeping the music solidly in
the diegetic world. It finally fades out completely as the discussion on politics and revolution
continues, though it is assumed that the concert is continuing offscreen. In addition to creating a
more realistic setting, this shift in focus also shows that Ford considers the revolutionary plotline,
and not Chopin’s particular story as the overarching focus of the film. The revolutionaries,
including Lelewel and his ideological opposition, Prince Czartoryski, discuss the news of Tsar
Aleksander’s death and the best course of action for Poland’s revolutionary movement. Ford
quickly establishes a socialist aspect of the revolution by having the character of Lelewel push
for socialist reform, believing that the only way to free the country is to restructure society,
freeing the serf population and essentially taking the power from the nobility. Czartoryski, in
contrast, wants to overthrow Russian control of the region, but naturally wants to keep his own
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status. This juxtaposition between the two revolutionaries contributes to the socialist framing of
the historical events.
This first scene right away establishes two of the main themes associated with Chopin –
that of Polish song, and that of revolution. The melodic relation to the carol shows the influence
that traditional peasant songs had on his music. In addition, this scene introduces Chopin’s role
in the revolutionary cause – it is not a very active role, as seen by the fact that he is not in the
inner room actively discussing the resistance with the heads of the movement. Rather, he is
playing the piano, and thus helping to create a justification for a large group of people to gather
at the palace, covering up for the meeting of revolutionaries. Both of these associations fit within
the socialist realist model of Chopin’s character, depicting his inspirations as originating with the
Polish peasant class, and his relation to the “socialist” revolution.
Ford further emphasizes the folk inspiration of Chopin’s music in several other instances
throughout the film. The prevalence of scenes in which folk tunes transition into cues of
Chopin’s pieces help to portray him as a hero of the common people, as befitting a socialist
realist hero. For example, there is a scene beginning at 42:05 in which Chopin stops at a
countryside inn and hears a folk band playing. The setting is quite joyful, with the peasants all
singing along and dancing a traditional Polish folk dance. This cue is filksong composed
specifically for this film by K. Serocki, although it is based on some actual traditional country
tunes.7 Chopin stands off to one side of the room as all this festivity is happening, looking on in
amazement as the camera pans over all of the dancers, singers, and band itself. The music fades
with the shot closing in on one of the windows, focusing on the idyllic Polish country landscape
depicted outside. Essentially, this scene is almost a caricature of Polish folk culture – the music,

7

Giżycki, “Wykaz utworów muzycznych,” 84
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the dancing, the peasant costumes, the landscape, and of course the large quantities of alcohol
being imbibed at the inn. Chopin is evidently inspired by this folk celebration, and performs his
Mazurka op. 6 no. 2 in the very next scene. As soon as the folk band and the picturesque
countryside fades from the screen, the next shot is one of Żelazowa Wola, with the mazurka
emerging into the soundscape. Shortly after, the shot changes to Chopin playing the mazurka at
the piano in the garden. The piece itself is based on Polish folk rhythms. Especially with the very
recently heard peasant band, it is easy to hear the folk influence on this piece, with the lilting
rhythms of the music calling back to the dance-tune that was being played at the inn.
At 1:02:41, in a similar fashion and to the same end, Chopin and his university friends
come across a different tavern, where there is again a folk band and a room full of peasants
drinking and dancing. The tune, simple and repetitive, continues as the film depicts a group of
young revolutionaries, unaffiliated with Chopin and his friends, confronting a Russian loyalist
and discretely kicking him out of the tavern. This aspect of the scene serves to conflate the
revolutionary movement with the folk tradition, further coloring the revolt as socialist. The cue
used here is, as before, filksong that is used as a set up for Chopin playing one of his
compositions. Once the folk band has finished their current set, Chopin goes to the inn’s piano
and begins playing a lively tune, which the entire dance floor joins in on singing. This time, the
folk inspiration is shown in the style of piece – his “Hulanka,” op. 74 no. 4, which translates as
“Revelry,” is a drinking song, complete with lyrics about getting so drunk that you cannot find
your way home. The lyrics are not a traditional folk song, (though of course in the film, every
peasant at the inn knows the text and can sing along) but rather written by Stefan Witwicki, a
Polish Romantic poet, who is portrayed as one of the revolutionaries in the film. The music is
strophic and fits right in with the setting and earlier folk dance. By using these types of selections
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of Chopin’s music, Ford portrays the character of Chopin as one of the common people,
connecting him to folk traditions through his music rather than focusing on the not-quite-socialist
course that his life will take.
The link between Chopin’s music and revolution is clear throughout the film. There are
several instances in which his music is soundtrack to revolutionary antics, as in the opening.
Furthermore, the specific pieces that are used as the scoring throughout are connected to Poland,
either through folk influences or through a more general genre, such as a polonaise. One of these
instances, at 1:13:25, uses Chopin’s Polonaise op. 71 no. 1 in D minor as the scoring. In this
scene, Chopin has gone to pay a visit to Lubecki and Witwicki. These two leaders of the
revolutionary movement happen to be in a clandestine meeting at the time, so Chopin waits in
the drawing room, and begins to play his polonaise. As he begins to play, the shot moves to
inside the meeting room, where all conversation has ceased momentarily as the revolutionaries
wait to see who it was that came to visit. They recognize Chopin’s music after a few bars,
reassured that they can continue to speak. The issue that they are discussing is how will Poland
revolt, now that the Russian Decembrists have been crushed, leaving any Russian support out of
the question. As they continue to talk, the music gets quieter, again ensuring that the content of
the political discussion is the focus of the scene. In addition to its role are referential cuing, the
polonaise is used as emotional cuing as well, getting louder and building to a climax in
conjunction with a pause in the conversation, as the room waits to hear what Lelewel will say
about the situation. It drops back down in volume as Lelewel begins to speak, declaring that the
only way to have a successful uprising is to free the land of serfdom and exploitation. With that,
the meeting has finished, and the shot returns to Chopin, who finishes playing. Again, he is
shown to be a marginal member of the movement, not directly involved in the leadership or
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planning, but certainly loyal to the cause and ever-present, as depicted by his music scoring the
meetings. In addition, the choice of music also helps to connect Chopin to his country’s cause.
Though this piece does not have specific folk influences like the mazurka or scherzo, the type of
composition ensures the nationalistic association, as the polonaise is a traditional Polish dance
form. This further conflates Chopin and his music with revolutionary patriotism, and by
extension, with socialist ideals.
The composer’s revolutionary commitment is further highlighted with the use of
nondiegetic music towards the end of the film. In contrast to the diegetic music that is
referentially connected to the cause, these nondiegetic pieces are used primarily as emotional
cueing in scenes involving the Polish November Uprising. Having already left Poland, Chopin
hears about the failed revolt in his home country, and despairs. Ford takes some artistic liberty
with the story, and includes a dramatic scene at 1:42:20 with Chopin trying to get back to Poland
in a mail carriage while a winter storm rages. As they race through the countryside, the driver
pulls out a bugle and plays a series of a few notes similar to the opening motif of the Etude op.
25 no. 11, “Winter Wind.” After this introduction, the etude starts to play over a close up of
Chopin’s distraught face looking through the carriage window. At this point, the diegetic sounds
of the wind and road have cut out, leaving only the nondiegetic piano music playing in the
soundtrack. With the beginning of the third phrase, when the tempo picks up greatly, the scene
changes to images of Poland during the uprising. This montage includes shots include Chopin’s
family and university friends in the middle of the fighting. The scenes involve fighting in the city
as well as in the countryside. People who are dressed like peasants accompany the
revolutionaries in their fight against the Russian army, and many of them fall as they march
through the battlefield. There is no diegetic sound throughout this scene – rather than hearing any
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sounds of fighting, the only audible sound is the etude. The shot then returns to a close up of
Chopin, suggesting that this montage was a fantasy sequence within his imagination. Chopin has
grown increasingly ill and has passed out in the carriage, and the music fades out with the
transition to the next scene. Though this etude was not written until about six years after the
uprising, Ford uses it as a way to further conflate Chopin and his music with the revolutionary
cause, this time quite directly as the etude scores images of the uprising in action.
Another prominent instance of revolutionary music is the aptly titled “Revolutionary”
etude. This piece is used as a representative cue of Chopin’s emotional response to the uprising,
similarly to the “Winter Wind” Etude. In the scene following the wild carriage ride, Chopin has
awoken in his room in Vienna, distraught that he was unable to get back to Poland. As he paces
around his room, motives from the Etude op. 10, no. 12, “Revolutionary” creep quietly into the
soundtrack. Chopin is hearing them in his mind as the internal diegetic. He then goes to play and
write down the composition at the piano. He begins by repeating the opening section of the piece
a few times – the thick, forte chords and the dramatic left-hand runs. Suddenly stopping, the
camera focuses in on his face, looking agitated. Then, once again in the internal diegetic sound
world, the main theme of the etude plays very faintly. This transitions smoothly into the next
scene, where Chopin begins to play the etude in full. As the camera begins to pan across the
room, it becomes evident that he is playing this at an elaborate concert hall to a large audience.
The piece ends, and there are a few seconds of silence before the audience erupts into cries of
“Es liebe Polen!” Through the passion that Chopin has shown in the music, the audience has
been inspired to fight for Poland, if not in an active way, at least ideologically.
Having begun as a representation of Chopin’s emotional state, this etude then becomes
connotative and emotional cuing for the whole final scene, which is also the most obviously
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socialist realist scene. This, as well as the etude’s place as the final piece heard in the film,
reaffirms that Chopin is a part of the revolutionary movement and claims him as a socialist hero.
Following the end of the concert, Chopin has met with the Polish revolutionary leaders in exile,
and joined their march for Poland through the streets of Paris. This final scene is strongly colored
with socialist imagery, with throngs of Parisian workers and commoners leaving their
workplaces to join the Poles marching for freedom, yelling mottos such as “Work and bread
instead of bayonets!” and “Long live the brotherhood of people!” The final shot of the film is a
close up of Chopin, looking forwards into the distance as the “Revolutionary” Etude plays
nondiegetically in the background as the scene fades to black, ending the film with the
culminating chords. The piece is still played as written on the piano. This scene confirms the
socialist take on the Polish uprising by depicting the conflict as a universal bond between
workers fighting against the Tsarist nobles under the Polish motto “For your freedom and ours.”8
Through his choice of timeframe and the use of Chopin’s music, Ford paints Chopin in a
socialist realist style, as dictated by the tenants of Film Polski. The specific selection of Chopin’s
music highlights the prominence of folk culture and music and their influence on his work. This,
as well as the depiction of Chopin’s marginal, but loyal, role in the revolutionary movement
allow Ford to take the figure of a cosmopolitan, bourgeois composer and succeed in turning him
into a typical socialist realist protagonist – an ideal Pole as defined by the official culture of
Poland in the 1950s.
________________________________________________

8

This slogan was created by Lelewel during this time period. It was also used by the Soviet government
during the World War II era as propaganda to show that the Soviets were fighting for the rights of Polish
commoners against the oppressive landowning class.
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Pragnienie Miłości, while not quite as overtly serving a social agenda as Młodość
Chopina, is also influenced by the culture in Poland at the time of production – in this case being
the early twenty-first century. In general, the director, Jerzy Antczak manifests this by
highlighting Chopin’s nostalgia for his country and his past. The movie’s timeline is much
expanded in comparison to Młodość Chopina, stretching from Chopin’s last days in Poland
through to the end of his life. As befitting the title of the film, Desire for Love, the bulk of the
plot is drama, centered on the composer’s tumultuous relationship with the author George Sand,
as well as his struggle with illness. Whereas Ford’s film focuses hugely on revolution and the
Polish (socialist) uprising, the conflict in Antczak’s is all about Chopin as an individual. This
change in interpretation is certainly in line with the evolving sociopolitical setting in Poland.
With the fall of the communist regime in 1989, there would be more of a focus on the individual,
rather than the collective worker’s revolution, in this newly converted capitalist country.
Post-Communist Poland saw the end of the centralized film industry governed by Film
Polski, and the transition to independent studios.9 As a result of this, Polish film diversified
substantially into several types of sub-genre, one of which being the “heritage cycle” film. This
term, coined by Ewa Mazierka, refers to a set of period drama films that are based on Polish
literature and history.10 These films tend to highlight a nostalgia for historical Poland,
romanticizing the country’s past. Because their subject matters were adaptations of known books
or histories, the heritage cycle films offered a “vision of Polishness on which all Poles [could]

Marek Haltof, “Landscape after Battle,” Polish National Cinema (New York: Berghahn Books, 2002),
178.
10
Ewa Marzierska, “In the Land of Noble Knights and Mute Princesses: Polish Heritage Cinema,”
Historical Journal of Film, Radio and Television, no. 21 (2001): 167.
9
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agree,”11 giving the genre the closest claim to a “national” cinema that might be found in postcommunist Poland.
Pragnienie Miłości fits into many of the tropes of these heritage cycle films, most
evidently in its subject matter, as Chopin is easily-identified as one of Poland’s “national”
figures. Even though he is abroad for the majority of the film, the opening and the ending are set
in Poland, ensuring that the film is framed by a Polish context. In addition, there are a few
flashbacks and cuts throughout that show the importance and prevalence of thoughts of Poland in
Chopin’s life abroad. One of these such scenes occurs at 1:23:05. By this point in the narrative,
Chopin’s relationship with Sand is already strained and on the decline. He is lying sadly in his
bedroom, essentially lamenting the loss of his romance. There is fiddle music coming in through
his window, revealed to be played by Jan, his servant. Upon hearing bits of this folk tune,
Chopin becomes more animated, calling to Jan. In an answer to Chopin’s question of what the
melody is, Jan simply answers, “Who can remember Sir. I scraped, yearning for something.”
Even before getting into the music itself, this line evokes the feeling of nostalgia with its word
choice. The two then move to the piano, where Chopin begins to play a lively tune based on
Jan’s melody. It is a dance – a mazurka in three-four. He then bids Jan to play “whatever’s in
[his] heart.” Evidently happy to reminisce about their home country, Jan obliges. The violin is
accompanied by a nondiegetic folk instruments, and clips of traditional folk dancing are played.
The following phrases have Chopin playing solo on the piano, the music having turned into his
Mazurka no. 23 in D major, and a sequence of idyllic, pastoral shots of the Polish landscape,
complete with willow trees and storks,12 are shown as the piece continues.

Marzierska, “In the Land of Noble Knights and Mute Princesses: Polish Heritage Cinema,” 171.
These images are so often used as a representation of the Polish countryside that they have become
almost clichéd. Even the famous Chopin monument in Warsaw’s Łazienki Park features a willow tree.
11
12
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Much like in Ford’s Młodość Chopina, Chopin’s music is used to associate him with
traditional Polish culture. The setup of his Mazurka here implies a folk influence on his
composition, and the use of unmistakably traditional Polish images of folk dancing and the
countryside clearly emphasizes this relationship. By this point in the film, much of what the
audience recently seen of the composer has been argumentative, childish, and upset, making the
contrast of Chopin playing gleefully with Jan in this scene particularly striking. By associating
Chopin’s good mood with the culture of his homeland, Antczak evokes a nostalgia for traditional
Poland – for both Chopin and for the audience. In this way, he is able to depict Chopin as an
undeniably Polish figure, regardless of how much of the film is set abroad.
However, this nostalgia and yearning for Poland is not always depicted in a positive light.
Much of the film focuses on Chopin’s struggles as he navigates the new work environment in
France as well as his steadily worsening illness. There are times when, rather than be comforted
by images of the beauty of Poland, Chopin is haunted by thoughts of the conflict that he left
behind. But firstly, it is necessary to address the beginning portion of the film for the context.
Only the first 10 or so minutes are set in Poland. But even with just these 10 minutes, Antczak
clearly shows Chopin’s distain for the Russian occupation of his home country. Although
certainly not highlighting the revolutionary aspect of his persona to the extent of Ford’s Młodość
Chopina, the first thing that the audience learns about Chopin in Pragnienie Miłości is indeed his
hatred for the Grand Duke Constantine – the figurehead of the Russian Tsardom in Poland.
Although he has been working as a musician for the Grand Duke, Chopin is obviously less than
pleased with the arrangement, hesitant to go to the palace to work, and complaining to his father
that “Warsaw will never forgive us. We are fawning on that monster!” The final push for Chopin
to leave the Grand Duke’s employment is the sentencing of several Polish military officers to
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exile for a discovered assassination plot. Chopin then decides that he would rather try his hand at
working abroad, rather than keep entertaining for Poland’s oppressor.
The composition used in the cues associated with the Grand Duke is Chopin’s
Introduction and Polonaise Brillante in C Major. Antczak manipulates the manner in which the
piece is played, representing Chopin’s situation while working under the Grand Duke. The first
time that Chopin is summoned to the palace, at 3:00, he enters in on Constantine playing the
polonaise on the piano. Or rather, he enters on the Grand Duke hammering out a tune that sounds
vaguely like the polonaise, but without any of the delicate nuance that is so characteristic of his
music. There is no differentiation between the melody and the left-hand chords, resulting in a
harsh, grating sound. The Grand Duke is quick to ask Chopin to take over and play the piece for
him. When he first begins, the sound is soft, almost timid, but the Grand Duke soon interrupts
him by slamming his hands down on the piano lid, until Chopin’s playing becomes loud and
borderline obnoxious in the same vein as the Grand Duke was doing earlier. The displeasure is
evident on Chopin’s face, even as he is in the midst of playing. He continues to muse on this
later that night, back at his home. The piece comes in nondiegetically as Chopin imagines the
Grand Duke speaking to him. It begins as the pounding piano version heard a few moments
before, before continuing in the actual arrangement for piano and cello. The cue plays rather
quietly in the background as the Grand Duke recalls first meeting Chopin. The language used
suggests a one-sided interest on Constantine’s part, adding another layer to the discomfort
Chopin feels in relation to his employer. The piece comes back once again in a rendition played
by a military band as the Polish generals involved in the assassination plot are sentenced to exile
in Siberia while Chopin looks on, a pained expression on his face. The rough manner in which
the polonaise is played parallels the rough manner in which the Grand Duke treats Poland and its
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culture. As such, Antczak uses the Introduction and Polonaise to demonstrate the unpleasant
nature of the Russian occupation.
This use of the polonaise in the film’s beginning emphasizes the damage that the Grand
Duke, and more generally the Russian occupation as a whole, is doing to Poland. The
introduction and polonaise, given the composer’s status as a national symbol, serves as a
representation of Poland. In the Grand Duke’s hands, the once melodically beautiful piece turns
into a loud, abrasive march. It is even referred to as “the march of the fourth infantry regiment,”
rather than the dance, the polonaise, that it actually is. Chopin is powerless to stop the Grand
Duke’s brash and inconsiderate treatment of his own composition, alluding to the situation in
which Poland found itself under the Russian governor.
Even after he has left Poland, Chopin is haunted by thoughts of the Grand Duke in his
home country. His nightmares, which are of course scored with his own pieces, are filled with
images of the homeland he has left behind. By 51:00, Chopin is already off in the countryside
with Sand and her family, where his health and his productivity are declining due to both the
rainy weather and preliminary clashes with Sand over their relationship. In the midst of a
feverish sleep, he has a nightmare featuring Constantine. The scene is less than a minute in
length, but it is filled with a hectic montage of scenes depicting the Grand Duke alongside
images of the foggy Polish landscape. Constantine is shown banging on the piano and ripping the
military badges off of the Polish officers from the beginning. Interspersed throughout are also
images of Chopin’s childhood home and his old piano being horribly destroyed by the Grand
Duke’s men. These scenes are juxtaposed against those of a darkly lit countryside - showing that
the grim fate of Poland is still on Chopin’s mind, even as he is far away with Sand. The images
in this dream flash by very quickly one after the other, adding to the intensity of the moment.
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The audience is hardly given the chance to absorb the details of what is happening onscreen,
representing the chaos of Chopin’s feverish thoughts.
These visuals are accompanied by the Sonata for Cello and Piano in G Major. The music
begins just a moment prior, leading us into the nightmare with a rising flurry of notes in the
piano, with the cello melody coming in not long after. The juxtaposition of the images in the
nightmare, alternating between the Grand Duke and his men and the countryside, is mirrored in
the music, with the piano and the cello each vying for the melodic line. There is almost no
diegetic sound in the dream – even the Grand Duke’s yelling is silent. The only exception to this
is the slamming sounds coming from the destruction of Chopin’s piano, and even these are not as
jarring as might be expected from the aggressive movements seen onscreen. This adds to the
overall dreamlike quality of the scene. Both the music and visuals stop rather abruptly as Chopin
startles awake, calling out for Aurora. This sudden cut in the middle of a phrase heightens the
sense of unease portrayed by this nightmare. The choice of music here is also rather interesting,
as Antczak elected to use one of the few Chopin pieces that makes substantial use of an
instrument other than the piano. Moreover, the first movement of this sonata, from which the
section used is taken, was considered to be rather “un-Chopin-like” and did not enjoy a good
reception history throughout the 19th century.13 The use of a piece that strays from Chopin’s
usual compositional style and popularity serves to emphasize the struggles that Chopin, as a Pole
estranged from his home country feels, even throughout his romance with Sand. Though he
might be far away from his homeland, the thought of having left it to destruction haunts Chopin.
Another instance of flashbacks of Poland appearing to Chopin happens at 37:00. This
dream sequence is less violent than the previously discussed one. Of note is that it is
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accompanied by one of the few cues in the soundtrack that is not a Chopin composition, which
draws particular attention to the music. Antczak uses this song to aid in the evocation of
nostalgia for Poland in the audience, further associating Chopin with his home country. During
this scene, Chopin is in the midst of an episode of worsening illness, and he is in bed, dreaming.
This scene starts with an image of a path into a foggy forest as the beginnings of a gentle,
haunting melody on the piano floats into the audio nondiegetically. The visuals shift fairly
rapidly between Chopin’s feverish visage and more scrolling landscape shots of Poland.
Throughout this sequence, the fades between images are quite drawn out, resulting in a
substantial overlay of the previous scene on top of the new. This, especially paired with the dry
melody in the piano, lends a soft, dreamy quality to the scene. Soon, Chopin’s mother comes into
the picture, adorned in a Polish lace veil, and she invites her son over to the Christmas dinner.
Upon entering the next room, Chopin is greeted by the sight of the rest of his family gathered in
front of a Christmas tree. They are singing in Polish to the nondiegetic piano music. The song is
“O Gwiazdeczko,” a Christmas carol by Lubomirski and Zieliński. The combination of the
family singing the minor tune in unison and the piano doubling the melody in a high register
create an aura of etherealness. Once the singing begins, the shots shift from focusing on the
landscape to switching between Chopin and his family, still with the drawn-out fade transitions.
The images of Chopin are particularly striking; he is set in closeup in the center of the screen,
staring at his singing mother, absolutely enthralled. The lighting strikes his visage from below,
giving it a ghost-like appearance, as befitting his current ill state. The scene comes to an end with
a return to the peaceful landscape just before Chopin wakes in his own room with Sand tending
to him, the music having come to an end.
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This carol is one of the few pieces of music used in the film that was not composed by
Chopin. Additionally, its use is notable because, having been published around 1850, it is not
accurate to the time period of the movie. Because of this, the song would not have evoked any
kind of nostalgia in Chopin. However, the contemporary Polish audience watching the film
might be likely to know the piece, and relate it to Christmas traditions. Therefore, Antczak’s use
of this song further evokes nostalgia for Poland, and suggests that his film is part of the heritage
cycle style.
In addition to creating this nostalgia, “O Gwiazdeczko” is also associated with Chopin’s
illness and subsequent death. The accompanying visuals of his family, especially his mother, add
a sense of coming home to the haunting atmosphere created by the melody, which emphasizes
Chopin’s worsening health. Nearly at the end of the film, at 1:51:05, the song returns. This time,
Chopin is quite ill, and his sister has come to visit him in Paris, as he is likely to die soon. While
reminiscing about their mother, Chopin begins to sing the carol softly. His sister joins, and the
same piano accompaniment enters nondiegetically. Soon, their mother’s voice takes over, and
she finishes the verse solo. The same visuals from the first iteration are shown onscreen. By
conflating Poland with the maternal figure, Antczak further amplifies the sense of nostalgia. This
longing is finalized with Chopin’s final words in the film, said with a smile, moments after the
music ends: “When it happens, carry my heart back to my homeland.”
Narratively, these scenes show that when Chopin’s character is feeling at his worst,
feverish, his first thoughts are to his home country. As much as he is creating a life abroad for
himself, composing and publishing, his subconscious dreams betray his connection to Poland.
By playing on this romanticization of old Poland, Antczak establishes this film as a part of the
heritage cinema tradition.
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Unlike in Młodość Chopina, the Chopin in Pragnienie Miłości is not solely focused on
the Polish uprising. Rather, he is an individual whose concern for the precarious state of his
home country is mixed in with his steadily worsening illness as well as his unhappiness with his
current romantic situation. This Chopin is not one to get mixed up with the exiled revolutionaries
in Paris or fight for the cause of the proletariat. He is simply a man dealing with a suddenly
changed set of circumstances, much like the Polish population would have been during and after
the socio-economic transition in the 1990s. Through the portrayal of longing nostalgia for
Poland, as well as the more individualistic characterization of Chopin, Antczak creates a version
of Chopin’s life that is relatable for the typical post-communist Pole.
________________________________________________
In the span of time between the production of these two films, Poland went through a
huge period of transition. Because of this, the values held by society, or, in the first case,
imposed by socialist rule, changed accordingly. In each of these movies, Chopin is portrayed as
very closely related to his homeland, whether by active revolutionary sentiments, or by a
nostalgia for the Poland that he left behind. The specific details that each director chose to
highlight in his biopic however, depended largely on the societal context in which the movie was
produced, which shows the desire to hold Chopin up as the ‘quintessential Pole,’ no matter what
that standard might be at the time.
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Chopin as the Revolutionary
A Song to Remember, Młodość Chopina, La Note Bleue,
Pragnienie Miłości, and Eternal Sonata

Regardless of what kind of persona they impose on Frederic Chopin, the directors of each
biopic make use of Chopin’s compositions in the creation of the sound world of the films.
Naturally, when making an onscreen adaptation of a composer’s life, it seems sensible to create a
compilation soundtrack, made up of the composer’s body of works. The majority of the films use
almost solely his pieces in the soundtrack, though they are usually augmented by a few outside
sources, such as Polish folk songs, or a few Liszt pieces. The choice of pieces varies from film to
film, depending largely on what kind of mood the directors want to suggest. However, one piece
that is used in almost all of the media is Chopin’s Etude op. 10 no. 12 in c minor,
“Revolutionary.”
This piece, as suggested by its nickname title, is associated with revolution – specifically
with the November Uprising. This uprising was an attempt to free Poland from Russian Tsarist
rule. A reaction to the gradual suppression of the Kingdom’s autonomy, the revolt began in
November of 1830 with an attempt to assassinate the Grand Duke of Poland. Following months
of fighting, the Polish forces finally surrendered in October of 1831.14 Having left Poland in
1830, this failed insurrection ensured that Chopin would never return home to his homeland,
instead spending the rest of his career abroad in France. The diary that he kept at the time tells of
the anguish he felt over the fate of his country, with entries scorning God for abandoning Poland,
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and mourning his friends and family who had been imprisoned or killed in the fighting.15 Chopin
wrote the “Revolutionary” Etude in 1831, after hearing the news of the defeat of the Polish
forces. With such dramatic historical context, it is difficult not to consider this etude a musical
expression of Chopin’s grief upon hearing this terrible news. All this compositional history leads
to extramusical associations that color the interpretation of the piece.
Adding to the extramusical associations, the music lends itself to a feeling of
helplessness, achieved in part through the scales and arpeggios that continue throughout the
whole piece. The effect of the unending barrage of notes running up and down the keyboard
enhance the sense of struggle and helplessness that Chopin must have been feeling at the time of
this piece’s composition. The “Revolutionary” Etude begins in the middle of a struggle, opening
with the dominant-seventh chord, and promptly cascading into a tumultuous swirl of sixteenth
notes descending in a fervor to finally bear down on the tonic of c minor as the melody in the
right hand chords which make up the melody enter at m. 10. The left hand continues its scales
and arpeggios throughout the piece, while the chordal melody plays over it. The piece then
continues with a series of modulations that pull it away from the tonic, adding to the hectic,
uncertain character of the left hand scales. The melody itself feels quite tense, like it is wanting
for something. This sense of longing is achieved through the anticipation and analysis that a
listener likely experiences when hearing the melody. Even when just listening to the piece, an
implicit analysis will generally lead to anticipation of the next chord of the melody, or of a stable
arrival point. This feeling is especially heightened since the phrases in the melody usually end in
an “upward” motion, which will generally feel less stable than a downward motion. The
modulations that happen throughout the main body of the piece also add to the anticipation. This
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gives the etude as a whole a sense of motion towards a perceived resolution, which, prolonged
until the end, heightens the feeling of longing that is expressed.
The ending of the etude is notable for a few reasons. Firstly, there is a drop in strength
that comes with the sotto voce melody about 8 bars from the end. The left-hand scales still
continue, but because they are quieter, the phrase as a whole feels much calmer than the majority
of the rest of the piece. However, this does not last for too long, as there is a return to the
fortissimo dynamic marking in the last few measures, accompanied by a final cascade of
sixteenth notes with a huge pitch height range, terminating in four final chords, quite low in
pitch. Altogether, this ending gives the impression of a brief moment of hope in the form of a
quiet respite from the hectic nature of the rest of the piece, which is then dashed in the end.
The musical aspects of Chopin’s “Revolutionary” Etude are not incongruous with the
extramusical associations brought about by its compositional history. Thus, the etude becomes
even more connected to the November Uprising. Because of this strong association to revolution,
the films about Chopin that use this piece as a part of their soundtrack generally make use of the
music in context of the uprising, or at least of Chopin leaving Poland. Naturally, the films that
put more emphasis on the revolutionary characterization of Chopin, namely A Song to Remember
and Młodość Chopina, make more frequent use of the piece in their soundtracks, while those that
focus on different aspects, such as La Note Bleue, and Pragnienie Miłości, each only use it once.
________________________________________________
Charles Vidor, in his film, A Song to Remember, takes quite a few artistic liberties in
terms of the historical accuracy of his depiction of Chopin. The main theme of this adaptation is
that of self-sacrifice for the greater good, and in this case, the greater good is Poland’s
revolution. In order to further emphasize this idea, Vidor makes use of many of Chopin’s pieces

Franaszczuk, Chopin Onscreen

27

that have a patriotic theme or other such connection to the composer’s home country, such as the
“Heroic” Polonaise, the “Military” Polonaise, and of course, the “Revolutionary” Etude.
This etude is used quite a few times throughout this film, as can be seen in fig. 1 in the
appendix. Each time, it is in connection with Chopin’s relationship with Poland. Barring the last
iteration of the piece, it is always a nondiegetic orchestral version of the etude, used as emotional
and connotative cueing, specifically with Chopin’s emotional turmoil in dealing with the Russian
occupation of the country or the following failure to take it back through the uprising. For
example, at 21:26. He is playing a concert for a dinner party, and has just begun the Etude op. 25
no. 1, “Aeolian Harp.” As he plays, he is looking out into the audience, generally irritated that
the party guests seem to be more interested in the dinner than his playing. As he does, the shot
turns to the entrance of the newly appointed Governor General of Poland arriving through a set
of large ornate doors. When his arrival is announced to the rest of the guests, Chopin stops
playing abruptly in the middle of the phrase, silence filling the room as soon as the words “His
Excellency, the Governor General of Poland,” are spoken. The Governor General is ushered into
the room and seated at the table. Chopin is asked to keep playing, but he simply looks on in
absolute disdain. A moment later, he stands, the camera focusing on the same hateful expression
on his face. Just before he storms out of the room, he declares “I do not play before Tsarist
butchers.” The delivery of this line is quite straight, without much emotional intonation at all. It
is simply a declaration of fact. Rather than depicting an angry verbal outburst here, the score is
what betrays the turmoil within Chopin. A selection of the “Revolutionary” Etude, starting with
the right-hand melody, follows Chopin’s condemnation of the Governor General like punctuation
that contains the true meaning behind his words. This music comes to a climax as the shot zooms
into the back of the Governor General’s chair, emphasizing that the Russian threat was not one

Franaszczuk, Chopin Onscreen

28

with a single face to pose as the villain. By doing this, Vidor creates a conflict that is more
universally relatable – though there is no question that Chopin’s specific animosity is directed
towards Tsarist Russia, these nationalist sentiments are portrayed in such a way that they are
transferable to the film’s contemporary context of the tail end of the Second World War.
As mentioned, the majority of the scoring throughout the film is made up of orchestral
renditions of Chopin’s pieces. Though, like the other films about Chopin, it is a compilation
score, the music is molded to the film, cut to fit the action onscreen. As would have been the
norm for Hollywood movies of the time, Chopin’s pieces were taken as a sketch, and then the
orchestrator would have split the music into parts, creating a fuller sound that would have been
much more familiar to audiences of the time than a solely piano soundtrack.16
Vidor continues to use the “Revolutionary” Etude as representative of Chopin’s thoughts
in the very next scene. Although he is being berated by his parents for ruining his prospects of
teaching at the Warsaw Conservatory, his feelings remain loyal to Poland and therefore against
the Russians and their Tsardom. The “Revolutionary” Etude, this time as underscoring, is played
quietly in the background as Chopin talks with his family about his outburst at the concert. Vidor
clearly places the emphasis on the dialogue, and drastically lowers the dynamic of the music
whenever the characters are speaking, such as in this scene. The piece is still a fully orchestral
rendition, and as the scene goes on, and Chopin prepares himself to leave the country to escape
the consequences of his actions, the music changes seamlessly to a section from the “Raindrop”
prelude, which functions as a kind of love theme while he is saying goodbye to both Konstancia
as well as Poland itself. This change further emphasizes that Vidor’s use of the soundtrack is
paralleling Chopin’s thoughts and emotional state.
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In some instances, Vidor changes Chopin’s music to better fit with the action happening
onscreen. For example, the next time that the “Revolutionary” Etude occurs in the soundtrack is
at 38:17, once Chopin and his teacher, Elsner, are already in France. They have received a letter
from Poland, which Elsner is reading aloud as Chopin gets dressed. As before, the music is
nondiegetic underscoring as the pair of characters talk. This time, the piece creeps in darkly,
beginning with the low strings teasing at the main theme of the etude. As Chopin hears about his
friends’ deaths, the music evolves into a more recognizable melody from “Revolutionary.”
Unlike the rendition played as he storms out of his performance, this time the orchestration is
lower energy - slower, quieter, and scored without the heavy brass and percussion sections of
before. Again, the etude is used as a view into Chopin’s emotional turmoil. The use of this
particular piece shows Chopin’s concern for those who are still back in Poland, while the specific
orchestration depicts his heartbreak over the death of his friends.
As the movie goes on, there are a few more instances of the “Revolutionary” Etude
appearing on the soundtrack. Each of these times is generally quite similar to those already
discussed - the etude is used as emotional and connotative cueing to demonstrate to the audience
that Chopin is thinking about his home country and its struggle. This is especially notable when
juxtaposed against Chopin’s composure. Towards the end of the film, at 1:31:35, Professor
Elsner is trying to convince Chopin to help in the Polish revolution effort, though George Sand is
against any action coming from the composer. The scoring for this scene is tense from the start,
with themes from the “Winter Wind” Etude making up the underscore. The repetitive chromatic
orchestral variation emphasizes the already strained relationship that exists between Chopin and
Sand in this movie. As soon as Sand mentions that there were uprisings recently in Poland, the
main motif of “Revolutionary” arises out of the soundtrack. For a brief moment directly
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following, this music takes over the soundscape, depicting Chopin’s immediate reaction to the
news - the loud dynamic and sudden manner in which the phrase is presented helps to show that
he is flooded by his concern for his home country. However, soon after, he composes himself,
and the music quiets down, almost fading into the background. The “Revolutionary” Etude
continues as the underscore as Elsner and Sand argue, essentially over Chopin. The music comes
to a climax as does their argument, but slinks back into the background as Chopin decides to go
with Sand. Again, Vidor uses the soundtrack to give insight as to what the character of Chopin is
feeling, employing the etude specifically in conjunction with his relationship to Poland.
The final appearance of the “Revolutionary” Etude, during the montage at 1:41:32,
differs from the rest of the cues that use this piece. While certainly still acting as emotional
cueing, this is the only time that the etude is presented diegetically, with Chopin playing it during
the grand concert tour montage, as he plays to raise money for the Polish cause. This etude is one
of quite a few selections from pieces that are presented in succession as Chopin performs in a
variety of concert halls, getting noticeably paler and generally sicker as the montage continues.
Chopin plays “Revolutionary” about halfway through the medley, among other pieces such as
the “Military” Polonaise and the “Heroic” Polonaise. Notably, this is the first and only time that
the etude is used primarily diegetically in the soundtrack, rather than existing solely in the
offscreen world, although there is a nondiegetic orchestra that joins in as accompaniment to the
piano acting as enhanced diagesis. This highlights that the character of Chopin has graduated to
doing something tangible for the Polish cause, rather than simply keeping Poland in mind and
having empathy for those who fought and died. Before now, this piece, which has been so linked
to the idea of the Polish revolution existed only in the soundscape of Chopin’s mind, and now it
has finally become something real. A shot of Chopin playing the piano is alternated with clips
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from earlier scenes from the movie, when Chopin was furtively leaving Poland and his friends
and family. The concert montage, including the “Revolutionary” Etude, is the climax of the film,
and the usage of the piece here emphasizes the movie’s focus on revolutionary sentiments
throughout.
A Song to Remember is an account of Chopin’s life that focuses on the Polish uprising.
Therefore, it is no wonder that Vidor makes so much use of the “Revolutionary” Etude
throughout the film. With the exception of the “Heroic” Polonaise, this etude is the most
commonly used piece of music in the soundtrack. The director uses the piece as a representation
of Chopin’s reactionary tendencies, using the theme almost every time that the Polish uprising is
mentioned to Chopin. The connotations of this etude work to the advantage of the narrative
occurring onscreen. The dramatic and intense tone of the piece, as well as its extramusical
composition history all work together to amplify the importance of revolution and resistance,
which, in context of when it was produced in 1945, would have been relevant to the global
political climate.
________________________________________________
Aleksander Ford’s adaptation of Chopin’s story, Młodość Chopina, is another example of
a film that highlights the Polish uprising and its effect on Chopin and his music. In contrast to the
stretching of reality posed by Vidor in A Song to Remember, Ford simply focuses the film on the
early years of Chopin’s life. While Vidor creates a Chopin who is a martyr for the cause, Ford
frames his character as a young student who has been swept up in the socialist-tinged
revolutionary movement amongst the other intellectuals at the university.
The “Revolutionary” Etude specifically is used as a representation of the November
Uprising and of Chopin’s reaction to it. In this way, Ford stays more accurate to the composition
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history of the piece than did Vidor, presenting it as a melody that comes to Chopin in response to
receiving news about the revolt happening back in Poland.
The etude is used twice in the soundtrack, both times towards the end of the film. The
first instance is at 1:48:32, where Chopin is composing. The piece’s introduction begins as
nondiegetic fragments of the main melodic theme in the piano, haunting Chopin as he sits at his
desk. Initially he is starting to write a different piece, and the audience can hear the prelude op 28
no 20, suggested to be what Chopin can hear as he is composing. However, he seems to be
dissatisfied with his work, and still distraught that he was unable to help his fellow countrymen
in the insurrection. As he paces around the room, motifs from the “Revolutionary” Etude creep
quietly into the background. These selections are nondiegetic in that there is no instrument
onscreen playing them, though Chopin’s character appears to be able to hear them in his mind’s
soundscape. Inspired, he lights the rest of the candles in the room, illuminating the space
physically and metaphorically through his new ideas, and he then begins to play selections from
the piece on his piano.
In this scene, Ford depicts Chopin’s compositional process, and claims his inspiration as
something almost otherworldly. The presentation of motifs and themes from his pieces in the
offscreen, nondiegetic sound world contribute to this sense of metaphysical inspiration striking
the composer as he writes his music. The visual of lighting the candles accompanying this only
adds to this assertion. In this way, the initial presentation of the “Revolutionary” Etude in
Młodość Chopina differs from that in A Song to Remember. While the latter uses the piece as a
manifestation of Chopin’s character’s emotions and motivations throughout the film, the former
introduces the music in a compositional context. This fits in line with the themes of this movie,
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as it shows the young Chopin’s growth and evolution into the revolutionary movement with
which the film culminates.
After this compositional introduction to the piece, Ford turns it into a call for action,
triggering the revolutionary sentiments that make up the final scenes of the film. Having faded
out, the shot comes back in with silence in the soundtrack - simply a close-up of Chopin’s face,
depicting his pained expression from the first scene turning to one of concentration or
determination as he begins to play the etude, fully composed from the beginning. As the first
iteration of the main theme plays, the shot changes - though the close up of Chopin’s face made
his location ambiguous, Ford now shows that he is in fact playing for a large audience in a grand
concert hall. The camera pans across the audience, demonstrating just how many people are
present and listening to the grief for Poland that is so expressed in this etude. The piece is played
in full, and once Chopin finishes playing, the hall is enveloped with shouts of support for Poland
and its plight. From here on out, the final 10 minutes of the film are packed full of soviet-style
socialist propaganda images. The working-class proletariat are seen leaving their factories to
march and create blockades in the streets in solidarity with the Polish revolutionary leaders.
Ford, working within the tenants of Film Polski, associates the Polish revolution with a
socialist uprising. Most notably in the final scene, the cinematography is indicative of the
socialist realist style of film. One of the shots that is most indicative of this Soviet agenda occurs
at 2:00:15. The scoring is silent for the bulk of this scene, with the only sounds being those of the
fights that have broken out between the authorities and the group of demonstrators. The visual
presented at this moment is a factory worker, a woman, and a farmer all standing shoulder to
shoulder, marching forward, towards the camera. Though these three figures are certainly
centered in the shot, many other people are walking behind them, depicting that this movement
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has strength in numbers. The choice of portraying these three archetypes in this scene
emphasizes the socialist agenda presented by Ford - the different aspects of proletariat are
coming to work together to further the goals of the revolution.
The use of the “Revolutionary” Etude during the very final shot of the film enforces the
association between Chopin’s music and the socialist cause. Chopin has met up with a group of
exiled Polish revolutionaries who have gathered in Paris, and has joined them in the streets in
their march in support of Polish freedom. The last scene of the film focuses on Chopin in the
midst of the chaos in the streets. He is alongside his Polish friends, looking up and walking
forwards just as the workers were doing in the previous shot, which further equates the Polish
uprising with a socialist revolution. A close up shot of Chopin’s visage accompanies the
soundtrack cue of the etude. Parallel to it occurring in the middle of the action, the cue starts at
the middle of the piece with the main melodic theme. The camera angle is tilted slightly upwards
in Chopin’s direction. This framing further references socialist realist art, showing the composer
looking forwards to the future while the etude plays, reaching its end as the screen fades to black.
Ford makes use of the etude’s associations with the Polish uprising by using it as
connotative cueing in his film. Through the piece’s use as the transition into the final
revolutionary montage, it becomes more than simply an expression of Chopin’s emotional
reaction to the Polish revolution, and rather a trigger for action. Furthermore, by using the piece
in conjunction with the socialist realist imagery of revolution, he suggests a link between Polish
history, and therefore nationalism, and the socialist revolution of the new Polish government.
________________________________________________
Jerzy Antczak’s Pragnienie Miłości is yet another film in which the “Revolutionary”
Etude is used in conjunction with imagery of Poland under duress. The film as a whole is less
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about Chopin’s involvement with the Polish uprising than either A Song to Remember or
Młodość Chopina, but instead focuses more on Chopin’s individual struggles. This comes across
in Antczak’s use of the etude in that it is not cinematically tied to any sort of grander
revolutionary effort, unlike in the previously discussed films.
Antczak uses the “Revolutionary” Etude as a set up for Chopin’s flashbacks about
Poland, specifically dealing with the Grand Duke’s men terrorizing his family. Thus, the piece
functions as connotative cueing partially by offering extramusical associations to the Polish
uprising as Chopin muses on his guilt at having left his homeland. The etude is used only one
time in this film, quite early on, at 16:50. The piece is presented as a diegetic cue, played by
Franz Liszt at a baroness’s party, with Chopin in the audience. At this moment in the film,
Chopin has already been in Paris for two years, and struggling to get his work published and
make a living. In the first few moments of the piece, the camera focuses on Chopin’s worried
face - he is presumably concerned with what kind of reception his music is going to get from the
socialites present at the party. Soon, however, his thoughts turn from his current situation to that
of the Poland he left behind. Shots of the Polish landscape and the carriage in which he left
alternate with closeups of his face as well as Liszt playing the piano. Soon the visuals turn to
mostly scenes of Chopin’s home being ransacked by the Grand Duke’s men. At first, these shots
fit in with the musical cues - the loud banging of the soldiers destroying Chopin’s piano
seemingly fitting into the rhythm of the music. This only lasts for a moment, however, and soon
the sounds from Chopin’s flashbacks separate themselves from the scoring, becoming simply
sounds of destruction without any kind of beat.
In contrast to A Song to Remember and Młodość Chopina, Chopin is not the one playing
or actively composing the piece. Therefore, rather than seeming to be an externalization of
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Chopin’s emotional reaction to the Polish uprising, Antczak presents the piece as an alreadyexternal trigger for a flashback. In this instance, Chopin is not the one instigating the ensuing
scene. Antczak’s Chopin is a character that reacts to his surroundings more so than manipulating
them, as would Vidor’s, or to a lesser extent Ford’s, interpretation of Chopin.
As the piece comes to an end, the right-hand melody becomes gentler and the wild left
hand quiets down. Onscreen, the soldiers stop their destruction, and the shot pans over the ruined
keyboard of Chopin’s old piano, and then shows a gate with the Polish insignia closing behind
Chopin’s carriage. This further displays the difference in themes in comparison to the earlier
films. Both A Song to Remember and Młodość Chopina give the “Revolutionary” Etude an active
role, as either a part of Chopin’s act of revolution or as a spark for protests. Pragnienie Miłości
does nothing of the sort, using the piece instead as a momentary depiction of a portion of
Chopin’s internal, individual struggles. The portrayal of the closing gate in conjunction with the
end of the piece give this scene a sense of closure – although Chopin is worried for his family
and missing Poland, what happened is done, and he now has to focus his energies on his life in
Paris. This is further emphasized as, immediately after the piece ends, the room erupts into
applause, with Chopin graciously accepting praise, and going up to the piano to play one of his
nocturnes for the guests. His haunting flashbacks are done, and he must now live in the moment.
Through the visuals presented during the cue, Antczak connects the “Revolutionary”
Etude to the Russian occupation of Poland. However, the focus is not on the greater uprising, but
rather on Chopin’s home and his family. Though it is made clear that the Russian soldiers are the
villains, Antczak chooses to focus on Chopin’s departure from his homeland, leaving no
depiction of the Polish people revolting. In the movie as a whole, there is an emphasis of Chopin
as an individual - simply a person dealing with the circumstances surrounding him, rather than a
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heroic figurehead. Pragnienie Miłości was produced in 2002, at a time when Poland did not have
as much need for a revolutionary hero. Chopin’s story could therefore be depicted as less about
the November Uprising than in the previous films. This treatment of Chopin’s character extends
to the use of the music. Though the “Revolutionary” Etude is intrinsically connected to
revolution, Antczak succeeds in using the music as a cue that keeps the focus on Chopin himself,
rather than greater historical context of conflict.
________________________________________________
Compared to the previous movies, Andzej Żuławski’s La Note Bleue presents a Chopin
who is even less of a revolutionary. La Note Bleue is a French arthouse film, though it was
directed by a Polish director. It portrays a Chopin in the later years of his life. As such, one of the
main themes throughout the film is that of illness and impending death. Due largely in part to the
late timeframe of the film, Żuławski emphasizes the tortured artiste aspect of his persona,
grappling with his crumbling love life as well as his illness brings him closer to death.
La Note Bleue is unique among the films that include the “Revolutionary” Etude as part
of their scoring, in that there are no supporting visuals of Poland as the piece is played. That is to
say that the piece is completely diegetic, and onscreen is simply the shot of Chopin playing the
etude at the piano, without any dramatic flashbacks to the Poland he left behind. In the absence
of these kinds of connotations and references, the music is used above all as a representation of
Chopin’s failing health. Though his physical deterioration can be seen primarily through the
visuals, with the increasing pallor of his face for example, his worsening illness is affecting his
mental state as well. Throughout the film, Chopin’s actions start to come across as more
stubborn and almost angry – reasonable for a character facing death. Żuławski emphasizes this
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through his choice of music, oftentimes using darkly colored pieces whenever Chopin is the
focus of a scene.
The “Revolutionary” Etude, with its dramatic melody and tempestuous sixteenth notes, is
one of these such pieces. The scene when it is played is particularly striking in that it interrupts
another piece that had been playing, further emphasizing Chopin’s fragile, unstable state. About
halfway through the film, at 46:27, the cast of characters, which include George Sand, her
daughter Solange, and various other artists in residence at this country house, gather in a salontype room where Chopin has been playing the piano. They have come in from a joyful, drunken
scene previously in the kitchen. In her liveliness, Sand asks Chopin to play the “Little Dog,” a
request inspired by the drunken dog in the room. Chopin obliges and begins to pick out the
beginning of his Waltz in D-flat major, op. 64, no. 1, “Minute.” However, not far into the piece,
he withdraws into a feverish stupor, his visage becoming even paler and clammy-looking. This
visual change is paralleled in the audio as the upbeat waltz melody devolves into a hectic mess.
Chopin fixates on the right hand’s sixteenth note figure, playing it over and over, quicker each
time. After a moment of this, Chopin begins to play the “Revolutionary” Etude.
The piece is played very crudely, with a plethora of wrong notes, both in the left hand
scales and in the right hand block chords. This certainly adds to the effect of highlighting
Chopin’s illness. His health is deteriorating to the point where even playing his own pieces
sounds messy and unpolished. As he plays, the camera pans over the faces of everyone in the
room – most of the guests look shocked or even a bit disturbed by this sudden breakdown,
depicted through the change in music.
Though the etude in this scene is not explicitly connected to the November Uprising, the
association is of course available to an audience who knows Chopin’s music. However, this
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background is by no means necessary to understand the scene. Even without the extramusical
connotations, simply the switch from the playful, major key “Minute” Waltz to the much more
dramatic, darker, minor key etude is enough to ensure the communication of the instability of
Chopin’s declining health to the audience.
As a whole, Zulawski makes extensive use of the soundtrack - there is hardly a scene that
does not have some sort of score that goes along with it. Many of these cues are connotative,
adding dimension and emotion to the action onscreen. The interplay between diegetic and
nondiegetic music in this film score plays a significant role in the representation of Chopin’s
character. Throughout the film, Zulawski establishes a connection between the diegetic world
and life, and the nondiegetic world and the afterlife, represented largely in part through the
appearance of spirit-like creatures roaming the background of the shots. To emphasize the theme
of death, Zulawski plays with the relationship between these two sound worlds. Often, a piece of
music will appear at first hearing to be nondiegetic cueing for a certain scene, only to be revealed
later as Chopin playing the piano in the adjacent room. Furthermore, as the movie progresses, the
characters begin to hear the nondiegetic music more and more, suggesting the impending
approach of death. This interplay between diegetic and nondiegetic music largely sets the
otherworldly tone for this film, which mirrors Chopin’s failing health.
________________________________________________
The final piece of media covered in this chapter is not film, but a video game. Eternal
Sonata is a Japanese role-playing game produced by the studio tri-Crescendo and directed by
Hiroya Hatsushiba. The premise of the game is an adventure in a fantastical world that Chopin is
dreaming about as he is on his deathbed in the final couple of hours of his life. Although the
persona of Chopin is one of the playable characters, the main storyline of the game is not directly
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related to his biography. Hatsushiba does however present historical information about Chopin in
several cutscenes that appear throughout the gameplay. There are seven of these asides, and each
of them are scored with a composition by Chopin. These seven pieces are the only Chopin pieces
used in the game, with the rest of the soundtrack being original compositions by Motoi Sakuraba.
One of these seven pieces is of course the “Revolutionary” Etude. The second chapter of
the game, during which this piece is presented, is unsurprisingly one related to revolution. The
player has just been introduced to the group that is fighting against the evil count. Due to this
timing, it is evident that Hatsushiba chose this piece because of its connection to the Polish
uprising, drawing a parallel between this real-world revolt and the one currently going on in the
game world.
As with all of these cutscenes, Hatsushiba introduces the piece in conjunction with a
slideshow of illustrations, in this case of Warsaw and of other scenes of the Polish landscape.
The etude is presented as written – it is on the piano and played straight through from start to
finish. The cutscene is separated from the rest of the game in that there is no gameplay action
happening onscreen, and therefore the player’s attention is drawn fully into the music. Along
with the music and illustrations, there is text scrolling onscreen, giving some background on the
piece playing. In this particular case, the text recounts a simplified tale of the November
Uprising and of the composition history of the etude. The main takeaway is that Chopin left
Poland before the uprising, and this piece was composed as a way to cope with the news of the
insurrection’s failure. All of the text is presented in the time that the piece plays, so of course
there is not too much room to go in depth with historical information, but it does cover the basics
for an audience that is assumed not to know all that much about Chopin.
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This basic introduction to Chopin is one of the main purposes of the game. According to
an interview with Hatsushiba in 2007, he stated that he was “aiming to introduce and familiarize
players with Chopin’s music through just playing the game.”17 Eternal Sonata is clearly aiming
to spread a bit of Chopin’s music to an audience that is primarily interested in role-playing game
of a similar style. Besides just being a different kind of visual medium, Eternal Sonata’s target
audience differentiates it from the films. While many of the films might not require too much
background information, they are all biopics, and are thus geared towards an audience that
probably already knows some of the basics of his life.
The game is quite straightforward in its initial usage of the piece. “Revolutionary” is
presented in conjunction with its compositional history, and therefore it is clear that Hatsushiba
wants to emphasize the extramusical connotations of the piece with the November Uprising and
revolution in general in context of the game’s plot.
There is, however, a secondary use of the “Revolutionary” Etude in the game – one that
is a part of the actual gameplay. The cue played during the final boss fight, which happens to be
against the character of Chopin, is a piece that quotes heavily from the etude. In the soundtrack,
this track is called “Scrap and build ourselves ~from Revolution.” It is a mix of motifs from the
etude coupled with original music done in the style of the other battle music that has been used in
the game. The quotations taken from the etude are still played on a piano, though the rest of the
music is orchestrated. It has a fairly thick texture, with a quite a large range of instruments. The
piece begins with reference to the etude, with a rising scale in chords played on the piano as
Chopin challenges the other player characters to fight. The track continues as the combat begins,
with a rhythmic pulse throughout in the lower registers. This quick driving beat is common
Hiroya Hatsushiba, “A Story Started from a Chopin Competition,” interview by Koichi Imoto, ITmedia,
Inc, 2007.
17
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throughout the battle cues in the game, lending a sense of urgency to the gameplay. As the track
continues, there are periodic quotations of the etude’s melody, done in the piano each time. This
cue cycles and restarts until the fight is over.
This game has already established the “Revolutionary” Etude as a manifestation of
Chopin’s emotional reaction to the failed uprising in Poland. The quotations from the etude’s
melody in the cue “Scrap and build ourselves~ from Revolution” then bring these associations
into the fight against Chopin himself. One effect of this is to provide an auditory depiction of
Chopin’s will to fight. Though previously connected to the frustration and helplessness
experienced after hearing the news, using motifs from the etude alongside this action section of
gameplay projects these connotations on a Chopin who is in fact fighting, albeit not in Poland. In
addition, the use of the etude in a battle scene also imparts some of the piece’s extramusical
associations onto the player. The player is invited to feel frustrated and almost hopeless as they
struggle to win the final battle of the game, which then increases the emotional investment and
immersion that they experience.
________________________________________________
Each of these pieces of media use Chopin’s “Revolutionary” etude as part of their
compilation soundtrack. The etude is the most widely used of Chopin’s pieces in the scoring.
Overall, the negatively valenced emotional connotation of the piece carries throughout each of
the films, staying true to how the music is heard on its own. Nonetheless, there are differences in
how the piece is presented: A Song to Remember and Młodość Chopina clearly reinforce the
piece’s association with revolution, though also coopting the cause as a whole for socialism in
the latter’s case. Pragnienie Miłości similarly makes use of this connotation, though to an overall
lesser extent. La Note Bleue on the other hand leaves the revolutionary association vague, only
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explicitly connecting the music with Chopin’s frustrations and declining health. Finally, Eternal
Sonata uses the motifs from the etude as the background for the final boss, thus overlaying the
fight with the emotional connotations offered by the piece. The addition of extra-musical plot as
well as the visual cues change the specifics and nuances of how the piece is experienced, while
retaining much of its “pure” interpretation.
The differences in the uses and presentations of the “Revolutionary” Etude correspond to
the overall themes in each of the films. A Song to Remember and Młodość Chopina, produced in
the 40s and 50s, use the piece most often and place the most emphasis on the revolutionary
connotations. Media produced during this time period lent itself to a more politicized
characterization of Chopin. Though they were produced in the United States and Poland
respectively, the global political climate led to iterations of Chopin’s life story that focus on the
November Uprising and the story of revolution and resistance. The game Eternal Sonata was
also produced relatively recently. Its usage of Chopin’s pieces, including the “Revolutionary”
Etude, is meant to educate its audience on Chopin. The films Pragnienie Miłości and La Note
Bleue were both produced after the Westernization of Poland, during a time where resistance to
an oppressive power was less relevant. Accordingly, the portrayals of Chopin branch out into
depictions that focus more on themes of life and illness, or romantic relationships. Therefore,
although “Revolutionary” is a part of the soundtrack, the specific connotations are made less
important in the grand scheme of the plot.
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Chopin as the Romantic
Impromptu and A Song to Remember

When not being treated as a grand Polish hero in the cinematic world, Frederic Chopin is
often portrayed in a romantic drama alongside the leading lady, Aurore Dudevant, better known
by her pseudonym of George Sand. Many of the films’ plots revolve around the relationship
between these two artists, though there is a substantial amount of variations in just how exactly
the directors characterize this relationship. For example, Vidor’s A Song to Remember presents
Sand as the villainess of the story, trying to keep Chopin from heroically working to help the
Polish revolutionary cause. Other films, like Impromptu, have a greater focus on the romantic
drama aspect of their relationship.
________________________________________________
In context of the English-speaking world, the most well-known adaptation of Chopin’s
life is James Lapine’s Impromptu. This film, a British-American production released in 1991, is
above all a period drama. The main plotline is about Chopin and Sand meeting each other and
finding romance. There is no characterization of Chopin as a revolutionary figure. And the most
reference to Chopin’s Polishness is simply during a scene where Sand mentions that she is
wearing red and white – Poland’s national colors – to appeal to her love interest. As Ford does in
Młodość Chopina, Lapine uses the scope of the film to aid in shaping the story, in this case as a
romance. Impromptu ends with Chopin and Sand leaving for Majorca together, having overcome
the challenges that stood between them in typical period drama fashion. Lapine’s story ends well
before Chopin’s illness gets truly debilitating and their relationship falls apart.
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Although the narrative framing of this story lends itself to the happy ending of a romance
in a period drama, Lapine does offer hints of what is coming in the future for Chopin. The most
prominent of these moments is during the last scene of the film. Chopin and Sand are driving
away together, going to Majorca. Their carriage window is open despite Chopin's requests
otherwise, since Sand is of the opinion that the fresh air is good for his lungs. Of course, for
those who know any other information about Chopin’s life, this is certainly foreshadowing to the
worsening of his illness while in Majorca with Sand.
The cueing in the soundtrack here supports this happy ending with negative
foreshadowing. Here, Lapine uses Chopin’s Fantasie-Impromptu op. 66. Though he does not
change the actual composition, he selects a starting point in the middle section of the piece,
where the nocturne-like melody gives the scene a gentle and dreamy feel. It begins to play at
1:44:08 as the faint underscoring for the last few lines of the film, and continues as the shot
depicts the carriage driving into the distance and the credits roll. Using this section at first in
conjunction with the shot supports the happy ending that would fit with the period drama genre.
However, as the credits scroll onscreen, the music shifts into the minor mode ending section. The
piece’s character changes, becoming darker, which further suggests that the pair will not have the
expected happy ending.
Lapine characterizes Chopin as a delicate artist. In contrast with the previously discussed
films, the point of view that the narrative takes is primarily Sand’s. The film follows her pursuit
of Chopin, with whom she has become enamored after hearing him play the piano. In this
relationship, Chopin is the one treated as the feminine, and Sand the masculine – she is the one
who is actively pursuing him, and he is often referred to as delicate and emotional, akin to the
woman in a stereotypical romantic drama. He is introduced as an enigmatic figure, mysterious,
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and therefore immediately of interest to Sand. There is even a moment at 1:02:00 where Marie
d’Agoult, Liszt’s lover, suggests to Sand that “you won’t get him with a dress. On the contrary . .
. he is not a man, he is woman. He’s all emotion and refinement. He has very few defenses. You
must win him as a man wins a woman.” Although Marie’s advice to Sand came with a heap of
jealousy and the intent to keep the two from getting together, in the end Chopin does relent to
Sand’s interest in him.
Chopin is the one concerned with appearances and being proper, as fitting of the
stereotypical role of the feminine. As such, he refuses Sand’s advances adamantly for a good
while. After Marie gives her advice, a montage begins at 1:05:00, in which Sand essentially
follows Chopin around Paris, making her interest in him even more evident than it was before.
The scoring during these scenes is the Etude op. 25 no. 5. Nicknamed the “Wrong Note” Etude
due to its dissonant chords and lilting rhythm, this piece has an almost comical aura to it. The cue
begins with the start of the etude at the tail end of the previous scene, and transitions into a shot
of Sand, looking dapper in a suit and hat, riding a horse and pulling up next to Chopin’s carriage.
The piece continues through a few more scenes of Chopin coming across Sand in various
settings, including one in a tailor’s shop, where she is seen buying the same suit that Chopin was
in the midst of trying on. Lapin’s use of this particular piece during these scenes emphasizes the
strangeness of the role-reversal going on in their relationship. Chopin’s character is slightly
disoriented with Sand’s constant appearances, and the nature of the scoring here adds to this
effect experienced by the audience.
There is a section of the etude that is more lyrical and less dissonant, with a gentlesounding melodic line that emerges out of a lively accompaniment. Vidor ensures that the
montage was created in a way where this section of the piece corresponds with the shot in which
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Chopin and Sand meet at the tailor’s. Sand smiles confidently at him as he takes a moment to
look her up and down. Though Chopin’s is mainly startled by her wearing a suit, the music also
suggests a kind of love theme, since shot where their gazes meet corresponds with appearance of
the lyrical melody. This begins to imply a mutual attraction between the pair. The use of the
“Wrong Note” Etude here emphasizes that their courtship is unusual, but even so, by the end of
this scene, Chopin is starting to accept Sand’s direct, masculine-coded approach.
In addition to being characterized as the feminine, Lapine also portrays Chopin as an
ethereal, unattainable being, most notably towards the beginning of the movie. Sand spends the
first half hour of the movie chasing after the ephemeral being behind the music she keeps
encountering. In this way, Chopin’s music is characterized much more as the object of desire
than he himself is. The first piece of Chopin’s that Sand hears is the Ballade no. 1 in G minor.
This ballade is in fact the second of Chopin’s pieces used in the soundtrack, after the Impromptu
no. 1 used in the opening scene, but it is the first played diegetically. The cue begins at 10:17,
though it starts in the middle of the piece, fading into a section with cascades of rapid notes. It
transitions into a scene where Sand is waiting to meet up with her publisher at a salon. She hears
Chopin playing the ballade from the hallway, and is drawn to the music, pressing up against the
shut door. The ballade enters as background scoring as Sand converses in the hall. It becomes
clear, emerging into the foreground of the sound world with the appearance of the first theme.
The gentle, almost melancholy nature of this theme show that Sand is becoming enamored with
the music, longing to meet the man responsible.
Fittingly, Lapine also uses the Ballade no. 1 in the soundtrack during the scene where he
and Sand first meet in person. This further establishes the connection between this ballade and
Sand’s pursuit of Chopin, turning it into a theme for their relationship. The cue starts at 27:05,
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heard from offscreen as Sand climbs out of her balcony to get away from her previous lover,
Malfille. The first theme plays as she makes her way into Chopin’s room, though he at first does
not notice. The piece functions as emotive cuing, building in intensity as Malfille searches the
adjacent room. The music stops suddenly as Chopin is startled as Malfille shatters a vase in
anger that he can’t find Sand. This prompts Sand to come out, asking Chopin to keep playing.
Again, the ballade is what prompts her intrigue in Chopin. Throughout this interaction, Chopin is
on the defensive, wanting Sand to leave his room as soon as possible, since her being there alone
at night is “ridiculously improper.” Again, Chopin is the one being pursued as might a traditional
feminine love interest. In this scene, Sand verbally identifies Chopin as “not a man at all. [He’s]
an angel.” This comparison of Chopin to otherworldly beings is not unique to Lapine’s film rather, these metaphors were prevalent even during Chopin’s lifetime, with acquaintances who
heard his music describing it with such fantastical imagery.18 Lapine makes use of this
characterization in Impromptu, creating an ethereal aura around the character of Chopin.
Lapine continues to use the Ballade no. 1 as the “theme” for Chopin and Sand’s
relationship further on in the film, at 1:37:27. This scene marks the point at which Sand finally
wins Chopin over once and for all. The second theme of the ballade, played on the piano, enters
in the underscore as Chopin steps up to Sand and kisses her, startling her with his departure from
previous passivity. It serves as emotive cuing, as the lyrical melody is augmented with string
accompaniment as their kiss deepens. In this way, the piece is molded to the genre in its use as a
love theme. The ballade has been associated with Sand’s desire of Chopin from the beginning of
the film, marking the “firsts” of their meeting. The usage of this same melody during this scene
and the following montage of the pair going on romantic outings creates a continuation from the
Jeffrey Kallberg, “Small Fairy Voices,” Chopin at the Boundaries: Sex, History, and Musical Genre
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1996), 63.
18
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first time that Sand hears him playing. This time, she has “obtained” the music for herself by
successfully courting Chopin. Thus, the ballade is played nondiegetically in the background as
they embrace - a contrast to Chopin playing it offscreen as Sand pines outside the door.
In this film, Lapine focuses on the story of Chopin as the love interest. But, he is
presented in a unique way. For one, there is a role-reversal from what would be expected from
typical gender roles in a romantic drama. Furthermore, Sand’s attraction to him is portrayed
almost solely through his music. It is the beauty of his composition that draws her to him. Lapine
highlights this through the selection of pieces in use in the soundtrack throughout.
The films that emphasize Chopin and Sand’s relationship tend to use one of his pieces as
a representative love theme. In Lapine’s Impromptu, this is the Ballade no. 1 in G minor. With
such an epic work, Lapine further specifies the cuing, taking selections from the piece as the
scoring. Both of the main themes are representative of different moments in their courtship, used
in different moments throughout the film as Sand pursues Chopin. The usage of this piece is
suggestive of the format of the movie as a whole. Impromptu follows just a small section of
Chopin and Sand’s relationship, generally avoiding the real problems that arose in later years.
The love theme is a ballade - a longer epic that traditionally might follow a story being told.19
The audience never hears the complete piece in this movie, just sections of melody that serve as
emotive cuing for the milestone moments in Sand’s courtship of Chopin.
________________________________________________
Although A Song to Remember portrays a very different kind of relationship between
Chopin and Sand, Vidor also uses one of Chopin’s pieces as the love theme. In this film, their
relationship is represented by the Etude op. 10 no. 3 “Tristesse.” As with the majority of the rest

19

Mieczysław Tomaszewski, “Ballade in G minor,” The Fryderyk Chopin Institute.
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of the soundtrack in this film, the piece is presented primarily nondiegetically in an orchestral
version. This orchestration, which is generally heavy on the upper strings, and sweet, almost
nocturne-like melody color the piece in the typical style of an old Hollywood love theme. The
etude is used as emotive cuing the first time that Chopin and Sand are introduced at 34:00. The
cue starts with the beginning of the piece as the two make eye contact. It continues for a few
moments before fading out after Sand leaves, as Chopin tells Elsner about her. Hearing this kind
of cue play in conjunction with their first meeting would ensure that the audience understood that
Chopin and Sand were to be love interests.
“Tristesse” is used quite a few more times throughout the film, to a similar end as in their
first meeting. Though it is usually nondiegetic, Chopin does play the piece once onscreen, at
1:00:00. He tells Sand that he has written this melody for her, and Sand invites Chopin to come
work with her to Majorca. The orchestrated version of the etude continues as underscoring
throughout the next several scenes, where the pair are shown arriving in Majorca and having a
romantic picnic together. This scene is the height of their romantic plotline, and therefore the
“Tristesse” Etude features prominently in the soundtrack.
As the plot continues, it becomes clear that Vidor is creating the character of Sand to be
the villain. She tries to keep Chopin away from the Polish cause, focused only on her and his
music. The use of the “Tristesse” Etude towards the end of the film, at about 1:10:10, parallels
this. Chopin has been working on the “Heroic” Polonaise, and is currently playing a section of it
on the piano. This piece is used as representative of Poland. Because a polonaise itself is a Polish
dance form, the genre already connects it to the country. Furthermore, this polonaise has been
used in the earlier moments of the film in a similar manner to the “Revolutionary” Etude - the
piece is a manifestation of Chopin’s love for his homeland. In this scene, however, Sand comes
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in and interrupts him, angry that he has been so absorbed by this piece lately. As he stops
playing, the nondiegetic orchestral rendition of the “Tristesse” Etude returns into the soundtrack
as he assures Sand that he is not obsessed with “causes” and does love her. The soundtrack
changing from the “Heroic” Polonaise to the “Tristesse” Etude is representative of Sand’s role in
the film. She interrupts Chopin’s revolutionary tendencies, pulling him away from the Polish
cause, just as the soundtrack pulls away from the “Heroic” Polonaise in favor of the love theme.
The opening credits of the film establish that this struggle between Chopin’s love for
Poland and for Sand is going to be the focus of the plot. As the titles come onscreen, the
soundtrack is an orchestral rendition of the “Heroic” Polonaise. This is followed by the main
melody from the “Tristesse” Etude, also in the orchestrated version. The transition between these
two pieces is smooth, suggesting a parallel to the manner in which Sand keeps Chopin away
from the revolutionary cause in the film. The gentle love theme melody simply takes over from
the Polonaise. However, Chopin does realize that Sand is keeping him away from his righteous
cause by the end of the film, and he embarks on his self-destructive concert tour around Europe,
which highlights A Song to Remember’s notable theme of self-sacrifice for the greater good.
________________________________________________
Though Lapine and Vidor both depict Chopin and Sand’s relationship in their respective
films, they do so in drastically different ways. Impromptu tells the story as a period drama,
focusing on Sand’s courtship of Chopin, depicting him as the ethereal, feminine object of
attraction. A Song to Remember, in contrast, recreates their relationship in a way that serves the
revolutionary focus of the film. Sand is portrayed as the femme fatale, the obstacle that lies
between Chopin and his ability to help his country.
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Conclusion

Each of the many onscreen adaptations of Frederic Chopin’s life focuses on different
aspects of his character. His portrayals vary from depicting the romantic composer as a
nationalistic hero and a martyr for the Polish cause, to a tortured artist looking for love, and even
to a feminized lover. These differing interpretations of this life differ largely due to the time
period and place that the piece of media was produced.
The most prominent difference in these portrayals comes with time, rather than with
place. The films that were produced around the mid-century – A Song to Remember (American,
1945) and Młodość Chopina (Polish, 1952), both deal much more heavily with a politicized
representation of Chopin. They place a lot of focus on the historical context of the November
Uprising and its importance to the character of Chopin. In both of these instances, Chopin plays a
revolutionary role, though how he does so differs in relation to the context. The American film
creates a Chopin willing to die for his country’s freedom, while the Communist Polish film turns
him into a soviet hero.
The focus of the pieces of media changes with the jump in time period to the rest of the
selection of films. La Note Bleue (French, 1991), Impromptu (British, 1991), Pragnienie Miłości
(Polish, 2002), and Eternal Sonata (Japanese, 2008) emphasize the uprising quite a bit less, and
are thus given liberty to explore other aspects of Chopin’s life and personality. By the end of the
20th century, the global sociopolitical issues surrounding Eastern Europe had lessened
substantially. Therefore, there was less need to portray a Polish hero, ready to fight for the
freedom of his country. As such, these later films explore Chopin on a more individual level.
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Other aspects of his life come to the forefront, such as his strange love affair with Sand, or his
struggle with illness.
Throughout all of these adaptations, the directors create a character of Chopin who is
most relevant to their audiences. They characterize Chopin partially through the scope of their
films, focusing on sections of his life that are best fitted to the theme of the movie, as well as
through the use of music in the soundtracks. Each of these pieces of media use a compilation
score primarily made up of Chopin’s music, but the specific selection of pieces and their
cinematic use shape the audience’s perception of Chopin.
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Appendix

Fig. 1: Usage of the Etude op. 10, no. 12 in c minor, “Revolutionary” in
Charles Vidor’s A Song to Remember
21:26

Nondiegetic (orchestral)

Chopin’s anger at the arrival of the Governor General of
Poland

38:17

Nondiegetic (orchestral)

Slower, quieter rendition with news of the death of
Chopin’s friends

41:14

Nondiegetic (orchestral)

Slower, dramatic rendition as Chopin storms offstage,
interrupting his concert

1:22:41

Nondiegetic (orchestral)

Elsner hears news of the Polish Uprising having been
suppressed

1:31:35

Nondiegetic (orchestral)

Emotional cueing as Chopin hears the news of the failed
uprising

1:41:32

Diegetic (piano) and

Chopin plays this on his grand concert tour, flashback

nondiegetic (orchestra)

montage to Chopin’s departure from Poland
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